Protecting the privacy of study participants is a core tenet of research ethics. It is usual practice to change the names of study participants when publishing qualitative research, but for a number of years, Qualitative Health Research (QHR) has maintained that this procedure in itself is inadequate to disguise a participant's identity. The number of demographic tags, or identifiers, linked to the person in the article may compromise confidentiality-the greater the number of tags that are included, the easier it is to identify the person. To minimize the risk of violating confidentiality, QHR will not publish a table that lists participants' demographic information-age, gender, occupation, employment, disease, and so forthline by line. Such information, especially because of the small samples we use in qualitative research, might enable an interested party to identify a specific person, and to scan the article for what was reported about that individual, tracing what that person said throughout the article.
What to Do?
First, when describing your study, you should report your demographic characteristics as group data, in ranges, and if your sample is large enough, also provide the means. You should present only data that are pertinent to your topic, and not characteristics that are irrelevant for your project (see, "What's Your Favorite Color?" Morse, 2008) .
Codes that identify each participant or locate the page number of the quotation used in the data have meaning for the researcher only during the analysis. Once the article is completed, these codes should be removed, as they have no meaning for the reader, and they may also provide clues that link participant data throughout the article.
Maintaining Analytic Frames
Consider how you conducted your analysis: Have you sorted your participants according to some characteristic? The analysis may be by concept (such as high or low levels of fatigue), or performance level (for instance, compliance and non-compliance). In this case, do not present the participant's score with each quotation, but rather use the group label (for instance, high or low stress), indicating how the data have been analyzed. This makes comparisons much easier for the reader to follow, and importantly, does not allow the reader to track individuals.
Have you developed your analysis to the level of an abstract concept? For instance, if the concept you are reporting, such as suffering, is shared by the entire sample, then your study is abstracted beyond the individual. In these cases, all identities lose significance, and there is no reason to give individual participants' names, or other identifiers in your final manuscript. The reader does not care whether the quotation belongs to a "male, 63 years of age" or a "female, 69 years of age," if gender and age are not significant to your study.
Occasionally, a researcher will insist that an individual's demographic characteristics be reported. In some disciplines, psychology for instance, the individual is an important unit of analysis. Furthermore, some methods, such as phenomenology, are centered on a single participant, or in case studies, the specific site must be discussed and named. In these instances, search the manuscript for identifiers that may be changed without destroying the integrity of the report. If it is essential that descriptors that may jeopardize participant identity or the specific locations of the study be included, obtain written consent for publication from each study participant at risk of identification. Include in your consent process a statement to the effect that careful consideration must be given because, once the study is published, it will not be possible to restore the privacy that might have been compromised.
Online research reporting on blogs or Internet forums (such as support groups) presents special problems. These data are obtained from a public venue. Those who post comments should have no expectation of privacy; in fact, they have chosen to publicize their opinions, rather than confining them to a more private venue (e.g., therapist or traditional support group). Consequently, use of the principle of "implied consent" may be justified, especially if our guidelines for minimizing risk to confidentiality are followed. Nonetheless, the researcher must be sensitive to the fact that the content of posts can be traced back to individuals through their URLs and by text searches. Researchers must announce their presence on the site they are studying and describe the objectives of their research.
Observational researchers often use photographs of participants (or accompanying videos for the supplemental file) and must therefore place a mosaic patch over any recognizable faces. Make it a habit to obtain consents for all images at the time photographs are taken. Then, to ensure that the correct photos are linked to the correct consent forms, immediately photograph the consent.
Autoethnographic research is the most complex, for if one writes about oneself, Institutional Review Board (IRB) committees have sometimes ruled that an IRB review is not required. Presumably a person does not write anything about one's self that he or she would not want to be made public. However, "no man is an island" and no one can write entirely about one's self without also writing about others. Sometimes this makes for ethically difficult decisions. For instance, QHR once received an autoethnographic account in which the author described being a victim of spousal abuse. By default, the spouse was also being described. In this case, we changed all the identifiers in the article, and the author used a nom de plume (Morse, 2002) .
The bottom line is that, when preparing a manuscript, the author has a responsibility to ensure that participant confidentiality has been maintained. Strategies for maintaining confidentiality and protecting participants' privacy are not limited to those suggested here. Include only necessary information about your participants, and check your submission by reading it from the participant's perspective. Then, submit!
